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Mexico's relationships with Cuba and with the US have become the focal point of a growing feud
between President Vicente Fox Quesada and the opposition parties in the Mexican Congress.
The Congress, led by the center-left Partido de la Revolucion Democratica (PRD) and the former
governing Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), have sharply criticized Fox for yielding to US
pressure to abandon Mexico's officially neutral but traditionally cozy relationship with Cuba and for
adopting policies that favor US commercial and political interests.
The PRI and PRD criticisms are supported by smaller parties like the Partido Verde Ecologista
Mexicano (PVEM), the Partido de la Convergencia por la Democracia (PCD), the Partido Alianza
Social (PAS), and the Partido del Trabajo (PT). The PVEM, which formed an alliance with Fox's
center- right Partido Accion Nacional (PAN) in the 2000 presidential election, has increasingly
become more independent in recent months. The PAN has generally united behind the president,
but some party members have at times questioned the president's judgement in his dealings with
Cuba.
An underlying current in the conflicts between Congress and the president is whether each branch
of government is infringing on the other's right to conduct business as spelled by the Mexican
Constitution. Fox's feud with Congress regarding Cuba policy began in early February, when the
president reserved about 30 minutes at the end of a state visit to Havana to meet with opponents of
Cuban President Fidel Castro. Until then, no other Mexican leader had met with Cuban dissidents,
although former President Ernesto Zedillo made contact with opponents of the Castro government
through his foreign relations secretary Rosario Green.
The first sign of trouble appeared shortly after the Havana trip, when several PRI and PRD senators
criticized the president for deviating from the agenda approved by the Senate for the state visit
to Cuba. Fox's Cuba policies again made headlines in late February after 21 Cubans invaded the
Mexican Embassy in Havana, responding to rumors that Mexico was opening its doors to all comers.
The rumors were linked to radio broadcasts from Miami that reported ambiguous remarks by
Mexican Foreign Relations Secretary Jorge Castaneda (see NotiCen, 2002-03-14). Castaneda, who
has been the lightning rod for criticisms of Fox's policies toward Cuba, was the subject of strong
criticisms in the Mexican Congress following those remarks.

Fox accused of disrespect toward Cuban leader Fidel Castro
The Mexico-Cuba relationship deteriorated further at the end of March, following Castro's sudden
departure from the UN International Conference on Financing for Development in Monterrey. In a
seven-minute speech, Castro criticized capitalism and then abruptly left the conference. Critics said
the Cuban leader's sudden departure was the result of pressure from President George W. Bush's
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administration (see SourceMex, 2002-03-02). "With its policies of selling out to US interests, the Fox
government has caused the relations between Cuba and Mexico to deteriorate," said PRD Deputy
Sergio Acosta.
Fox and Castaneda denied any pressure on Castro to depart from the Monterrey summit. The
president said the departure of the Cuban leader "caught him by surprise." Fox's statements came
back to haunt him when Castro summoned foreign correspondents in Havana to play a recording
of a telephone conversations with Fox. In the conversation, Fox sounded ambivalent about Castro's
last-minute decision to travel to the conference already underway, saying, "This surprise, at the last
minute, creates many problems for me."
In the end, Fox agreed on Castro's "absolute right" to attend the conference, but asked the Cuban
leader to leave immediately after a midday speech. Even though Castro and Fox had agreed to
keep this conversation private, Castro said he decided to release the tape after Mexico's vote to
support a UN resolution in Geneva in early April condemning Cuba for human rights violations.
The support for the resolution, introduced by Uruguay, was a departure from previous years when
Mexico abstained from any votes that condemned Cuba.
Still, Castro reserved most of his criticisms for Castaneda. He called Fox a "decent person" who
is inexperienced in politics and overly reliant on Castaneda on matters of foreign policy. Many
legislators are also directing their criticisms at Castaneda, with members of all parties in Congress
calling for him to resign.
The Fox administration's support for the resolution introduced in Geneva against Cuba further
expanded the rift between the executive and the Congress. PRD Sen. Demetrio Sodi de la Tijera,
who has occasionally sided with the administration on some issues, lashed out at the president for
ignoring the will of the Mexican Congress. "We regret that the government ignored the Senate,
which passed a point of accord asking that the Mexican delegation in Geneva abstain from any votes
against Cuba," said Sodi.
Fox defended his Cuba policies by pointing to a handful of public-opinion polls in which
respondents generally backed the president's actions regarding the island nation. In one poll,
conducted by the independent organization Opinion Publica e Imagen, 44% of respondents said
they would support a resolution "inviting" Cuba to make advances in human, political, and civil
rights. The administration's position also was supported by the international organization Human
Rights Watch.
Regardless of what Mexicans think of the government's policies regarding Cuba, some members of
Congress said Fox damaged the country by his misleading statements about the administration's
role in Castro's departure from the Monterrey summit. "Now the Mexican government is perceived
by the world as a liar and as subordinate to the interests of the US," said Deputy Marti Batres, leader
of the PRD delegation in the lower house.
PRI president Roberto Madrazo Pintado also questioned Fox's integrity, saying the president is
ignoring the principle of transparency, which he espoused during his presidential campaign and the
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first year of his administration. "One cannot speak of democratic legitimacy on domestic issues or in
foreign affairs if one does not speak truthfully," said Madrazo.
Some analysts agree Fox made a serious mistake in his dealings with Castro at the Monterrey
summit. "Fox has to dispel the notion that he lied," said Denise Dresser, a senior fellow at the Pacific
Council on International Policy at the University of Southern California. "The opposition is having
a field day with this. It underscores what they have been saying all along, which is that Mexico has
submitted itself to US wishes."

Senate denies Fox permission to travel to US, Canada
The opposition parties in Congress recently used their power to express their displeasure with what
some perceive as the administration's overly close relationship with the US. The recent conflict
between Fox and Congress on this policy came to a boil in early April when the Senate, in a 71- 41
vote, took the unprecedented step if denying Fox permission to travel to the US and Canada for
meetings with officials from the two countries. \
At that time, senators said they were sending a message to Fox for his failure to take a more
vigorous stand against the US for a recent US Supreme Court decision to deny certain rights to
undocumented immigrants (see SourceMex, 2002-04-10). "The Mexican government has made the
defense of human rights a clear priority, a priority that enjoys the support of all political parties,"
said PRI Sen. Sylvia Hernandez, a leading member of the Senate foreign relations committee
(Comision de Relaciones Exteriores). "And so it seems inconsistent to us that the president has
made it a selective issue. We point out human rights problems in other countries, but we do not
point out violations that occur in a country with which we have stupendous relations."
Fox immediately criticized the decision to block his trip, calling the move "disrespectful" to
Canadian and US officials. He also accused the PRI of "blocking the changes" that Mexicans
supported in the 2000 elections, which ended more than seven decades of PRI rule. In a televised
address, the president also said the opposition parties in the Senate had "put their interests above
those of the nation." PRI, PRD and PVEM senators responded by saying that "change" did not mean
that the president should receive anything he wants. The opposition senators said they reserved the
right to closely review any future Fox trips to determine if they were necessary.
But some analysts say legislators have taken a big gamble in using the tactic of blocking a Fox trip
to express their displeasure about foreign policy, an area that the Mexican Constitution clearly
reserves for the president. "They didn't choose their battleground wisely," said political-science
expert Federico Estevez of the Instituto Tecnologico Autonomo de Mexico (ITAM) in an interview
with the Christian Science Monitor. Some senators said they were willing to work more closely with
the president but the relationship would have to be more reciprocal. "Our challenge is to build a
new relationship, a new form of communication, that will prevent us from going to extremes," said
Sodi de la Tijera.
The Senate signaled its willingness to work more closely with the president by approving Fox's
request to travel to New York in early May to participate in a UN conference. The Senate, however,
still has to approve five other trips requested by Fox in the coming months.
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Taxation, sugar policies also create conflicts
The conflicts between the executive and the legislative branches are a fairly new phenomenon, since
the PRI controlled both branches for decades. Even when the opposition parties gained a plurality in
the Chamber of Deputies during former President Zedillo's administration (1994-2000), the Senate
remained under PRI control (see SourceMex, 1997-07-09). Some of the congressional challenges to
presidential authority were tested under Zedillo, including the executive's right to invoke bankingsecrecy laws (see SourceMex, 2000-09-06).
The criticisms of Fox's policies regarding the US have been manifested in other actions by the
legislature. In early April, the Congress submitted a complaint to the highest court (Suprema Corte
de Justicia de la Nacion, SCJN) challenging Fox's decision to suspend application of a tax on soft
drinks manufactured with high-fructose corn syrup. In the complaint, the Congress said Fox was
usurping the power of Congress to set tax policies (see SourceMex, 2002-04-10).
The SCJN initially handed the victory to Fox, denying a request by the Congress to immediately
suspend the presidential decree that deferred the effective date for the fructose tax. The high court
will continue to study the case during the next several months, said an SCJN spokesperson. But
the dispute over high-fructose corn syrup has more than simple tax implications. The levy is seen
as another measure by the Congress to halt the import of high-fructose corn syrup after special
panels created under the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the World Trade
Organization (WTO) ruled against Mexican import restrictions on the sweetener.
A related dispute is the US refusal to comply with the original sugar provisions in NAFTA. Under
those provisions, the US was to take Mexico's excess sugar, beginning in October 2000. Rather
than comply with this provision, however, the US has only raised the quota slightly for imports of
Mexican sugar (see SourceMex, 2000-05-31). Fox said he suspended the tax to give his administration
more time to negotiate a solution with the US.
But opponents in Congress said the president was simply caving in to pressure from the US
government and US-based multinational agribusiness interests (see SourceMex, 2002-03-06). The
administration may have partially defused its conflict with Congress on this issue by announcing
new restrictions on imports of US high-fructose corn syrup in late April. Under the restrictions,
Mexico established a quota of 148,000 metric tons for duty-free imports of corn syrup. Any imports
exceeding that would be subject to a 210% tariff.
Analysts said frequent clashes between the executive and legislative branches are expected in
the next several months regarding such issues as privatization of the electrical power and the
petrochemical sectors. The strained relations caused by the disagreements on policies regarding
Cuba could doom any chance for consensus on these issues, particularly with the PRI. "[The
disagreement over Cuba policy] is another irritant in the relationship between Fox and the PRI,
which makes the PRI less disposed to pass reforms they don't want to pass anyway," said ITAM
political science professor Pamela Starr. (Sources: Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, 04/10/02;
The Christian Science Monitor, 04/16/02; Associated Press, 04/09/02, 04/17/02, 04/23/02; The New
York Times, 02/05/02, 04/10/02, 04/23/02; Agencia de Noticias Proceso, 04/16-18/02, 04/23/02; Reuters,
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04/22/02, 04/23/02; The Washington Post, 04/23/02; Reforma, 02/07/02, 04/18/02, 04/22/02, 04/23/02,
04/24/02; Milenio Diario, 03/26/02, 04/17/02, 04/18/02, 04/23/02, 04/24/02; Los Angeles Times,
04/10/02, 04/24/02; Notimex, 04/11/02, 04/17/02, 04/19/02, 04/23/02, 04/24/02; La Jornada, La Cronica
de Hoy, Novedades, 04/16-18/02, 04/23/02, 04/24/02; El Universal, 04/17/02, 04/18/02, 04/23/02,
04/24/02; The News, 04/23/02, 04/24/02; El Financiero, 04/24/02)
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